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What does it mean to be human?
John Calvin’s surprising answer
Julie Canlis
What	does	John	Calvin	have	to	say	about	what	it	means	to	be	human?	





Calvin	 wrote	 theology	 in	 an	 era	 where	 humanity	 was	 exalted	
to	 an	 astonishing	 degree.	 Caught	 up	 in	 the	 scene	 of	 humanism,	
























magnified’.	As	 a	 result	 of	 perceiving	 ourselves	 through	 the	 divine	
perspective,	our	‘glorying’	will	be	‘better	founded	than	before,	so	that	
we	glory	not	in	ourselves	but	in	the	Lord’.	(III.2.25)















































Is	 this	Calvin’s	 relentless	 campaign	 to	 strip	Adam	of	 all	 things,	
such	 that	 he	 has	 nothing	 he	 can	 claim	 as	 his	 own?	 To	 emphasize	









definition	of	 the	 image	of	God	ought	 to	 rest	on	a	firmer	basis	 than	
such	 subtleties.’5	 Calvin	 begins	 by	 differentiating	 humanity	 from	
the	animal	kingdom	in	this	way:	‘The	likeness	of	God	extends	to	the	
whole	 excellence	 by	which	man’s	 nature	 towers	 over	 all	 the	 kinds	
of	 living	creatures.’	 (I.15.3)	But	 this	 excellence	 tends	 to	be	 formed	








‘He	 does	 not	 indeed	 transfer	 his	 power	 into	 outward	 signs;	 but	 by	
them	he	stretches	out	his	hand	to	us’.7
T.	F.	Torrance	pioneered	 this	 interpretation	with	Calvin’s	use	of	
the	 term	 ‘mirror’.	This	 angle	 allows	Torrance	 to	 prove	 that	Calvin	
never	 intended	 the	 divine	 image	 to	 be	 an	 endowment	 –	 something	
‘owned’	 by	 humanity	 apart	 from	God.	 ‘Strictly	 speaking,	 it	 is	God	
who	images	himself	 in	man	[...]	 there	can	be	no	image	where	there	
is	 no	 one	 beholding.	 [...]	 Imago dei	 has	 to	 do	 fundamentally	 with	
God’s	 beholding	 rather	 than	with	man’s.’8	This,	 however,	 does	 not	
necessarily	tell	the	whole	story.	
Take,	 for	 example,	 the	way	 in	which	Calvin	holds	 together	 two	
differing	 accounts	 of	 wisdom.	 In	 his	 first	 edition	 of	 the	 Institutes	
(1536),	Calvin	writes,




man,	 in	 respect	 of	 spirit,	was	made	partaker	 of	 the	wisdom,	
justice,	and	goodness	of God.9





upon	 us	 the	Lord	 calls	 “ours,”’	 (III.15.3).	Also,	 ‘God,	 then,	 should	
make	himself	ours,	so	that	all	his	things	should	in	a	manner	become	
our	 things’.10	This	 signifies	 that	 the	divine	origin	of	a	gift	does	not	
prohibit	it	from	being	properly	ascribed	to,	or	even	becoming	part	of	
the	creaturely	 realm.	Thus,	 the	 issue	becomes	 irrelevant	whether	or	
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not	humanity	 is	 ‘endowed’	with	various	qualities,	 for	Calvin	 is	 not	
looking	at	humanity	apart	from	God	but	rather	in	its	constant	state	of	
participation	in	Christ.11





















but	 from	Christ:	 ‘he	was	 the	mid-point	 (medium)	between	God	and	
creatures,	so	that	the	life	which	was	otherwise	hidden	in	God	would	
flow	 from	him.’16	Not	 only	 did	 life	 flow	 from	 him	but	Adam’s	 life	
was	 in	 him.	 It	 is	 because	Christ	was	 the	 source	of	 life	 to	Adam	 in	
the	garden,	that	Calvin	reasons	that	Christ	–	as	opposed	to	the	other	
members	of	the	Trinity	–	came	to	mediate	reconciliation.	‘Previously,	
direct	 communication	 with	 God	 was	 the	 source	 of	 life	 to	 Adam;	
but,	 from	 the	moment	 in	 which	 he	 became	 alienated	 from	God,	 it	
was	necessary	that	he	should	recover	life	by	the	death	of	Christ,	by 
whose life he then lived.’17	In	this	grand	sweep,	Calvin	is	positioning	
T
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the	 forthcoming	 redemption	 (mediation-expiation)	 of	 Christ	 within	
a	more	 comprehensive	 story	 –	 that	 of	 the	God	who	 intends	 us	 for	
communion	(mediation-union).
So	what	 does	 this	 all	mean?	Calvin	 has	 introduced	 an	 intimacy	
between	Creator	and	creation	 in	 that	a	person	–	 the	mediator	–	has	
bound	himself	to	the	ongoing	life	of	the	world.	Not	only	is	creation	
‘textured’	 with	 the	 person	 of	 Christ,	 but	 the	 Spirit	 is	 ‘everywhere	
diffused,	[and]	sustains	all	things,	causes	them	to	grow,	and	quickens	
them	in	heaven	and	in	earth	[...]	transfusing	into	all	things	his	energy,	







and	 creation	 are	 related.	 However,	 when	 Calvin’s	 emphasis	 on	
communion	drops	 from	sight,	mediation	has	been	misinterpreted	as	
Calvin’s	 relentless	desire	 to	portray	humans	as	 incomplete,	 lacking,	
and	fundamentally	flawed.	
Does mediation imply creaturely debasement?
When	we	consider	 the	other	 side	of	Calvin’s	doctrine	of	mediation	
–	why is it that creaturely reality is not in itself capable of being in 
















Is	 Calvin	 here	 a	 sin-monger,	 detecting	 depravity	 even	 in	 angels?	
Perhaps,	but	I	think	not,	especially	when	we	remember	that	Calvin’s	
notion	of	mediation	is	governed	by	communion.	The	greater	reason	
is	 that	 Calvin	 establishes	 the	 mediator,	 rather	 than	 righteousness,	
as	 our	 primary	 bond	with	God.	The	 structure	 of	 our	 existence,	 the	






This	 dependent,	 relational	 anthropology	 is	 compounded	 by	
Calvin’s	 second	 reason	 for	 a	 mediator:	 creaturely	 frailty.	 Unfallen	
creatures	 (and	 even	 angels)	 not	 only	 lack	 sufficient	 righteousness	
but	 their	 lives	 lack	 ‘a	 constancy	 and	 stability’.23	 Again,	 Calvin	
makes	his	point	by	using	a	best-case-scenario:	angels.	As	early	as	the	
1536	 Institutes24	Calvin	held	 that	 even	 angels	 (‘[s]o	 far	 as	 they	 are	
creatures’)	 are	 ‘liable	 to	 change	 and	 to	 sin,	 and	 consequently	 their	
happiness	would	not	have	been	eternal.	[...]	Men	had	been	lost,	and	
angels	were	not	beyond	the	reach	of	danger.’25
Calvin’s	 anthropology	 is	 here	 easily	 obscured	 when	 readers	
do	 not	 ask	what	 creaturely	 frailty	 is	 for.	 Hidden	 in	 this	 passage	 is	
Calvin’s	definition	of	the	creature:	one	whose	finitude	(and	potential	




startling	vision	of	participation	 is	 lost.	For	Calvin,	 even	 the	perfect	




It	 would	 be	 a	 common,	 but	 basic,	 error	 to	 hold	 this	 extrinsic,	
relational	 orientation	 responsible	 for	 demeaning	 creaturely	 reality	
itself.	 For	 Calvin,	 being	 creaturely	 (and	 bearing	 the	 divine	 image)	
is	 to	 accept	 gratefully	 our	 status	 as	 created	with	 its	 accompanying	
conditions	 of	 finitude.	 Calvin’s	 classic	 statement	 to	 this	 end	 is	 the	
following	(which	can	be	interpreted	in	two	quite	contrasting	ways):	
Even	 if	man	 had	 remained	 free	 from	 all	 stain,	 his	 condition	
would	 have	 been	 too	 lowly	 for	 him	 to	 reach	God	without	 a	
Mediator.	(II.12.1)
Is	this	a	negative	view	of	creatureliness?	Or	is	it	indicative	of	Calvin’s	
attempt	 to	 forge	 a	 new	 anthropology	 in	 which	 human	 beings	 are	




wholly	 upon	 the	 Son	 of	 God.’29	 Calvin	 can	 appear	 to	 be	 against	
humanness	but	he	is	only	against	a	humanness	not	in	communion	with	
Christ.	It	takes	careful	reading	to	pull	these	two	apart.
Does mediation imply God’s distance?
It	has	been	a	persistent	stereotype	that	Calvin’s	God	is	a	remote	deity	
who	is	separated	from	humanity	by	a	‘gulf’.	Pierre	Imbart	de	la	Tour	
laments,	 ‘God	 and	 humanity	 […]	 what	 an	 antithesis!’30	 François	
Wendel	hails	this	distance	as	Calvin’s	theological	triumph.31	Calvin’s	




Louis	 Bouyer	 places	 the	 blame	 on	 ‘the	 inadequate	 grasp	 of	
divine	 transcendence	 that	marks	Calvin	 […]	as	a	 child	of	his	 time;	
not	because	of	any	innovation	his	time	produced,	but	because	of	its	
inheritance	 from	 the	 late	 Middle	Ages.’32	 This	 serious	 charge	 lies	
in	 the	 inability	 to	 discern	 the	 function	 that	 transcendence	 plays	 in	









Calvin	 fights	 for	God’s	 transcendence	 not	 due	 to	 some	 abstract	









offered	 the	possibility	of	a	new	way	 to	ground	 the	Creator-creature	







































equals,	where	God’s	 transcendent	 sovereignty	 is	 his	 ability	 to	 have	
power	over	 these	creatures.	Calvin	begins	at	 another	 starting	point:	
God’s	 relation	 to creation,	 through	 the	person	of	 the	mediator.	This	
creator	God	can	neither	be	closer	nor	farther	to	us:	he	simply	is.	Christ	
is	 the	 ‘mid-point’38	between	God	and	creation,	 the	person	 in	whom	
all	 things	 exist.	 ‘Hence,	 he	 is	 not	 called	 the	 first-born,	 simply	 on	
the	ground	of	his	having	preceded	all	creatures	in	point	of	time,	but	
because	he	was	begotten	by	the	Father,	that	they	might	be	created	by	








in	 him,	 in us there is nothing.’	 (III.15.5,	 my	 emphasis)	 Although	





to	move	us	 to	glory	 in	our	unique	 status	as	dependent,	 loved,	even	
participating	in	God.	
Calvin’s	message	is	this:	you are not self-enclosed.	Your	truest	‘self’	
is	only	to	be	had	in	communion	with	God,	its	creator.	Participation	in	
God	 is	 not	 the	dissolving	 of	 the	 self	 in	God,	 but	 the	finding	 of	 the	
self	in	God	–	because	it	is	only	truly	‘human’	as	it	exists	in	this	deep	
communion	of	giving	and	receiving.
(Extract	 from	 Julie	 Canlis,	 Calvin’s Ladder: A Spiritual Theology 
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purity.	 I	 just	happen	 to	 think	 that	 this	 is	not	Calvin’s	point.	His	
constant	 demeaning	 and,	 to	 be	 honest,	 virulent	 disparagement	
of	 human	 natural	 abilities	 must	 not	 be	 given	 undue	 weight,	
offensive	as	it	is	to	our	modern	sensibilities.	It	is	the	flip-side	of	
an	anthropology	en Christo	but	with	a	rhetorical	flourish,	perhaps	
gone	 a	 bit	 awry.	 We	 must	 also	 remember	 Calvin’s	 sapiential	
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commitments,	which	 lead	 him	 to	 spend	 the	 entire	 first	Book	 of	
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classification	is	for	communion.
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